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Model Essay Review: What Works and What Fails in The

Five Extra Yuan

Below is a fictional model essay by a fourth grader. Three excerpts follow, each

with a review.

Paragraph one: On Saturday I went to buy soy sauce for Mom. When the shopkeeper
lady gave change, she mistook a five for a ten and handed me five yuan too much. I
clutched the money out of the shop, and after a dozen steps the bills in my pocket
felt hot to the touch. Review: the event is small and clear, settled in one sentence.
The hot—money feeling is good; it shows the guilt of the first moment without the
empty line I felt very conflicted.

Paragraph two: On the way home I thought of two plans. One, put the five yuan
into my piggy bank, since I did not cheat for it anyway. Two, bring it back. When I
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walked back to the shop door I pretended to look at the shelves, but really I was
saving up courage. Review: the two plans are those two inner voices, written as
concrete intentions, and this is the best part of the essay. Pretending to browse

brings the third moment to life; courage is saved up step by step, not shouted.

Paragraph three: Later I went back and returned the money, and the lady praised
me as an honest good child. Through this event, I learned that one must be honest,
and honesty is a traditional virtue of the Chinese nation. Review: the whole process
of returning the money is skipped, jumping from the door straight to praise, and the
two sentences of speaking up, the part that most needed writing, are gone. The last
line slides back into reciting slogans; traditional virtue has nothing to do with the

nervousness this child just showed, and deleting it loses nothing.

Revision comparison: rewrite paragraph three as I heard myself say Madam you gave
me too much change, my voice small as a mosquito; the lady paused, then counted five
yuan from the drawer to make it right. Walking out, my pocket was lighter, and so was
my heart. The revised version states no lesson, yet honesty stands completely. When
children audit their own essays, use this test: if the final moral paragraph were
deleted, does the story still hold? If yes, the writing before it works; if no, what

is missing is process, not moral.

One small flaw in paragraph one is worth mentioning: it opens with On Saturday I
went to buy soy sauce for Mom, and this errand setup can stay, but many students
stretch the setup into three paragraphs, from how Mom gave the order to how they
kicked pebbles on the road. When reviewing this model, remind children: background
sentences should not exceed two lines; background serves the event, and the soy sauce

is only the reason the five yuan appeared, not the main character of the essay.
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